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Chapter One: A Radical, Rational, Unorthodox Philosophy
I count my stars being born when I was, to be teaching at the onset of another civil rights
movement. Before I began my Masters in Education, I had thought that I would have to bury my
patented liberal bleeding heart, my passion for social justice, and my personal convictions of
human equity and let my students read between the lines when we analyze The Storm from
feminist and multicultural perspectives. I have been collecting information about what teaching
means to me long before my fate was realized. Though I am in the first year of my teaching
career, I have begun to understand my role as a teacher and a social justice advocate. I have
learned about the role education has performed in the past—a role that was hardly blindingly
lily-white and a tradition that I will do my best to put to rest. I will not shy away from the hurtful
legacy of American schooling, nor will I make room for it. I will take what I can from the
successes and failures of tradition; I will provide my students the space and resources to
empower themselves in their education—and empower others; I will bear the uncomfortable
weight of professionalism and parental scrutiny about why I teach books with BIPOC
protagonists while I simultaneously attempt to erase ignorance and misconception when it rides
piggyback into my classroom. As I grow and learn and teach, I intend to research, analyze, and
integrate these goals: it is important to me that my classroom is a welcoming locale where people
and ideas are validated, and where learning is dynamic and assessed through effort and
understanding, and where students can congregate and collaborate in a supportive environment.
Schooling is power, and I wish to empower.
After studying English for three years, it was incredibly gratifying to learn about the
history of education and how the past revised the mechanisms of what it means to learn, and
what it means to teach. From Enlightenment to Industrialization to this modern age of
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mindfulness and equality, the concept of education has shed its skin time and again to reflect the
socio-cultural values of the majority and those in power (Davis, 2004.) I have studied how
ephemeral Gnosticism surrendered to rational Episteme, transforming what it means to learn
from loyal, listening discipleship, where “personal knowledge was thought to be inherent but
largely unrealized,” to the less instinctive and more intellectual, scientific medium of Epistemic
thought that is still felt today in the technological age (Davis, 2004, p. 53). I have also learned
how the scourge of nationalist, capitalistic overtures arranged the US schooling system to instill
immigrants with “specific values and standards so that they would hold firm commitment to their
work and be ‘happy’ and therefore less revolutionary, while still doing the humbler economic
functions” (Apple, 1990, p. 73). Those in power, fearing losing it, insurrected the nature of
education, codifying their prejudice and segregating schools to funnel children who were deemed
of average intelligence into certain labor markets and those children deemed more suitable to
leadership—traditionally white, middle- and upper-class—into more academic and challenging
positions that would land them in power, thus perpetuating the familiar cycle of classist, racially
stratified, and under-represented leadership. It was with a sinking heart that I was edified about
these skeletons in the closet of education. If it is the last thing I do, in my classroom I will
eradicate this historically traditional pattern of white supremacy so long invested in our
education system. I will learn how to transform my classroom into an open forum for peer
discussion, a library of many voices, and a soul-nourishing setting where we question literature
and society, but not the identity of our disenfranchised students.
I am passionate about social justice, and even though I will not be teaching my opinions,
I can’t help but suspect that it will be apparent in my teaching practices. I validate how
Taylorism reformed American schooling and I do not intend to become an apologist; however, I
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have no desire to mold young minds into the workers of the next generation (Davis, 2004). Life
skills are important, but so are critical thinking skills. I intend to embody the Interstate Teacher
Assessment and Support Consortium (InTASC) Standard #3, which is about learning
environments. The teacher who can foster a learning setting that invites collaboration, support,
engagement in the material, and student motivation isn’t merely designing a setting in which
learning occurs; they are enriching the student physically, emotionally, cognitively, and
professionally. By molding my classroom into a creative and nurturing environment that
encourages both individual and positive, interactive collaborative learning and that motivates my
students to be active agents of their own education, I hope to show my students that education
isn’t mere information delivered by rote, but is dynamic and, like magic, found in unexpected
places. I want my classroom to be a safe place for an exchange of ideas, but I also want to check
stereotypes at the door. I am well aware of the idealism of young teachers, and I try to temper my
rabid passion with realism, however I also firmly believe, as Margaret Mead (1978) said, that a
small group of thoughtful, dedicated individuals can change the world—that “indeed, it’s the
only thing that ever has” (para 1). My energy will be spent to that end. I know personally the
simplistic good—and the bad—that a teacher can do in just one person’s life. If, as a teacher, I
can inspire one life to shed a stereotype, to think critically, to do their best, I have left a mark on
the world that will cause a chain reaction, as have my teachers before me.
I want to borrow from Episteme—rationality, sound reasoning, persuasive writing skills,
a thirst for knowledge and betterment—and I want to pay homage to Gnosticism, where
transcendence was achieved through “creative and transformative engagement” (Davis, 2004, p.
44). I plan on acknowledging—nay, celebrating—the individual experience and expertise of my
students. My current teaching philosophy, as it is, is influenced especially by Lisa Delpit, who

8
pointed out that “pretending that gatekeeping does not exist is to ensure that many students will
not pass through them” (1988, p. 292). I want to knock that gate over, and then dismantle it. I
deeply believe that equality will not be reached through a commitment to colorblindness, but
through recognizing and affirming the value of each color, stripe, pattern, and palette. There are
things my students have experienced that I, as a cis, heterosexual, able-bodied, white, educated
woman simply have not—and likely will not—experience. I will not be pretending that this
experiential dichotomy doesn’t exist nor diminishing its influence in society (and by extension,
my classroom.) Davis writes, “formal education is argued to be wholly complicit in the
maintenance of an economically stratified culture in which the middle-class, middle-aged,
married, White, Christian male is the normal person” (2004, p. 141). Well, not if I can help it.
School equates to power, and schools are complicit in the power imbalance that persists today.
The publishers of the textbook, the orchestrators behind standards, and the legislation behind
compulsory schooling are all authorities that determine the view of the world presented, the
notion of normal intelligence, and the schooling that dictates the jobs, and ultimately the
economic status and power of the individual (Delpit, 1988). As a teacher, I will also have power.
In addition to teaching to the standards, my philosophy will acknowledge the injustice while still
encouraging students to graduate and attain positions that will empower them and inspire them to
speak, act, and vote for change.
At the moment, my philosophy of teaching is largely theoretical, though not unpracticed.
Just as I intend to honor the experiences that my students bring into the classroom, I would be
doing myself an injustice to pretend to be nearly untried in the field of education, having
received an education myself. I have benefitted from teachers whom I wish to emulate, and from
those whom I am set on diverging away from. With both sets, I have learned—the content, yes,
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but also what I want and what I do not want to include in my instruction. For example, over the
last few busy years, I have come to realize that grading is a time-consuming practice that should
be entwined with helping the student better themselves and that should not be a value judgment
on their work. I have since seen this in my student-teaching, which confirmed my bias and
vindicated my conviction that assessments are meant to measure learning—not penalize. I graded
the first summative assessment of the term—for me as well as my students—last week. There
were at least half a dozen students who, if we had graded by the rubric, would have failed the
assessment. Rather than allow this, my mentor teacher “excused” the failing result, and
rescheduled a second assessment for those who need it, to take place after a student-teacher
conference to correct the misconceptions. I didn’t even know that I could do that—that I could
postpone assessments until they are most effectively timed. My mentor teacher does not seem to
be overly concerned with keeping to a schedule. He is a practitioner of mastery learning; he does
not move on until every student that wants to grasp the material has a chance to do so. Not only
does this low-stakes, as-long-as-it-takes method ensure that no student is left behind that doesn’t
want to be, but it builds in downtime and equity and puts the students at ease. I aim to do the
same in my classroom, to foster true learning and ease the mental load of my students, if I can.
One of the reasons I have always taken to English is that there are very few “right
answers.” Language Arts studies, unlike math, honor effort. With the exception of spelling and
certain irrefutable grammar choices, English Language Arts (ELA) is a subject that can be
individualized for student needs—a practice I intend to rely on to scaffold and challenge
appropriately. The downside of this lack of black-and-white “right answer[s]” is that it invites
subjectivity in assessment. My intention as a teacher is to teach writing skills and promote
articulation, not necessarily style. Some of my students will be second language learners, have
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disabilities, or may think—and therefore write—with analytical mindsets. I will honor their
effort and give them guidance on how to realistically succeed (I include the “realistic” in terms
of goalposts rather than a limit imposed on student success. I know that I will not personally pry
every single one of my students to a senior reading level by the eighth grade.) That being said, I
have benefitted from strict teachers who drove me to excel through their high expectations and
tough-as-nails style. I aspire to this, but I also know myself enough to say that I am equal parts
glitter and grit.
I will not turn a blind eye to social justice. My politically conservative and independent
friends who have warned me against “indoctrinating [their] kids with the liberal agenda” had me
thinking politics had no place in the classroom. Learning, by definition, cannot occur without
growth and change—or, one might say, progress. Stagnancy is synonymous with decay;
children, as they learn, will change their minds. Some might call that manipulation by the
teacher; it would be more accurate to call it exposure to new information and ideas. If I employ
the Socratic method and provide my students the resources to explore new ideas, urge them to
analyze, come to rational conclusions, and form their opinion, then many of them are going to
become liberal by US standards—or as it is internationally known, moderate. In my classroom, I
want to encourage an open and respectful forum that challenges students. I came to the MAT
program new to the idea of scaffolding, but I now consider it empowering. I was educated in the
era of No Child Left Behind, and it makes sense to me to adjust the goal posts specific to each
child’s learning level—and keep moving them to encourage independent motivation and
specialized learning. I consider providing special needs students with other forms of media to
supplement their learning to be an equitable and ethical practice. If bringing alternate viewpoints
into my classroom, if honoring non-traditional viewpoints, and if promoting empathy and human
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equality into my classroom via literacy makes me a radicalized, green, starry-eyed teacher, then
so be it. I’m not here to pump out a factory assembly line of tomorrow’s workers. I’m here to
encourage radical compassion and rational thoughts, with a smile and an eye to the InTASC
standards—one of which is: “the teacher develops learning experiences that engage learners in
collaborative and self-directed learning and that extend learner interaction with ideas and people
locally and globally” (2022, 3b). To the xenophobic, alternate viewpoints are oppressive. To
supportive peer forums, alternate viewpoints are naan and butter.
I must confess to a worry I have. Much of my tenuous plans of what my instruction will
resemble seem to be based on a “to the nether reaches of Tartarus with that!” ideology. I want to
expel racism, small-mindedness, stereotypes, and indolence from my classroom and yet my
(albeit growing) repertoire is largely incorporeal, substantial but not concrete. Am I walking into
a swordfight armed with Theodore Roosevelt’s sharp stick? Is this fictitious classroom I dream
of hopelessly unrealistic? I am not an automaton who is married to the standards, and though I
am untested, I am brimming with ideas. A final quote before I tackle what I want my classroom
and teaching to look like. James Baldwin (1972) famously wrote: “it is certain, in any case, that
ignorance, allied with power, is the most ferocious enemy justice can have.” As an instructor, I
must walk the precarious line of professionalism and perform my civic duty: terminate ignorance
before it becomes power.
I want my classroom to be an inviting place to learn, where the fear of being wrong is
replaced with the knowledge that failure is how we learn. I want my instruction to assure my
students that I am invested in and believe in their success. I want my students to know that I
uphold their first amendment rights and to also know that hateful rhetoric will be dismantled in
the community that is my classroom. I feel that fostering a classroom where people feel welcome
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to share and where people will feel heard, seen, and validated will help develop my students into
thoughtful, educated citizens. I will recognize the existing skills and experiences that students
bring into the classroom, and I hope that my students will model me in that. I know that
memorized, stand-alone facts do not a smart person make. I want to embrace and teach expertise
(and habits) of analyzing data, noting patterns, drawing rational conclusions/arguments, and
thinking deeply so that when they graduate from my class, my students will have a skill set that
will serve them for life. I want to encourage creativity and expression in my classroom. As Davis
stated, “[various forms of visual and performing arts] are useful to explain and reconcile efforts
at control” (2004, 28). If I can get my students to dig deep into Animal Farm to write a musical
soundtrack that would make Macklemore himself tear up, I am not only fostering an interest in
literature, facilitating my students to learn and work with the material, and modeling versatility, I
am also equipping my students with the human grace to cope with complex, adult struggles. The
same will hold true for diversity. Tolerance begins with access. It is more difficult to develop
prejudice against an intimate friend. InTASC Standard 3(0) states that “the teacher [should]
value the role of learners in promoting each other’s learning and recognizes the importance of
peer relationships in establishing a climate of learning.” Racism flourishes on homogeneity—real
or enforced. I believe that respectful peer interaction—probing the literature/material or sharing
personal experiences—I think such things remind us that we are all human, and deserving of that
same dignity and love. As I embark on this career, I will continue to learn more about how to
embed equality into my curriculum. I intend to build on this idea of multicultural capital by
bringing in more modern literature, written by authors who have pigmentation in their skin, and
increasing exposure to narratives other than white, cishet, American, and male personhood
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(Sorry Holden Caulfield; your time is over.) I can and will teach the standards to collegereadiness with source material that hasn’t proliferated the status quo of the last seventy years.
A crucial aspect of teaching is assessment. I will assess understanding, rather than
repetitive ability. Learning is not the rote actualization of memory and repetition. “Everything a
student does, from what they say, what they create, and the way they act, can serve as formative
assessment that can inform educators how well the student is functionally learning” (Tomlinson
& Moon, 2013, p. 127). Learning and grading may be bosom pals, but they are not synonyms. I
will leave my grading to the end of the term, so I can measure progress. If I begin grading right
out of the dismantled-and-now-non-existent gate, some of my students will be left behind by dint
of not knowing what they needed to know at the beginning of the term. I want to do everything
in my power to correct that, so why would I set them behind from the first day? By providing
regular, consistent, and helpful feedback, I can teach my students more than the consequence of a
low grade. Zeroes break grades, and I want the grades that I construct to reflect what students
cumulatively learned, how far they have come, and how hard they worked for the grade they
received. The world may be a cruel place that passes value judgements on someone for their
race, ethnicity, able-bodied status, pigment of their skin, appearance, and every other means of
separating and degrading humans known to man, woman, and person, but my classroom will not
reflect that. My mission statement will draw on the respect of and belief in every student to learn,
the opportunity and right to learn, the responsibility of personal motivation, and eager, openminded, rational learning processes.
While taking a break from this paper, I went on a walk with my partner. We discussed
our education in the 90’s and 2000’s, and as we compared experiences, I realized how much
teaching has changed since we had graduated into adulthood. I grew up and attended the one
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high school in my rural town in northern California—Kelseyville High School, class of 2010,
class size: 115 students. A few of my most influential memories happened in an English class
taught by a former nun who I had a delightfully contentious relationship with. Most of my
authority figures and those in power over me were out-and-out conservatives, and I loved them.
In the eleven years since I have attended high school—the very place where I was once the sole
member in the Gay-Straight Alliance (Gay Marriage was a contentious topic at the time, with
Proposition 8 on the ballots)—that very school is not the same isolating landscape it once was—
and for that I am grateful. The simple reason behind this shift is the Internet. Whether a PC or
smartphone, nearly every home has a computer now. Diversity—once prolific in melting pot
cities and scarce in rural areas—can now be accessed online. Whether in a book or on the
internet, having access to different people and different perspectives breeds tolerance and
empathy. With this era of technology and access, the end of homogeneity and xenophobia is
largely in sight. The writing is on the wall, and it’s translated into every language. No longer will
the opinions of teachers and authority figures dictate the ethics of developing minds. No matter
what hatred and drivel are transparent in the classroom, there is now a place where other people
think differently—the internet. Yesterday morning, I received a Facebook message from an old
classmate of mine. She is now a teacher, and she wrote me remembering that I had been involved
in the GSA. I was disheartened to learn that it had not reformed in the eleven years since I
graduated, but I was also glad to offer suggestions for recruitment and club activities. My
classmate messaged me back early this morning. She said that she had over fifty members. The
times have changed, just as Bob Dylan promised they would, and for that I am grateful. My long
anecdote is the impetus behind my epiphany that I can be a progressive teacher and I don’t have
to be clandestine about it. My position as an educator is to acknowledge the blood on the hands
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of my profession and make amends by welcoming and supporting diversity into my classroom.
My teaching philosophy will be to empower my students, be an advocate and role model for
them, honor their effort, teach them to think courageously and rationally and check for spelling
errors while they’re doing it, to prepare them for college and the world, and incite their minds
alight with the knowledge that they too can change the world—one person at a time.
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Chapter 2: Literature review
Purposes and Objectives for the Literature Review
As I began my journey as a teacher, right from the very first quarter, I was exposed to
esteemed, trailblazing voices in educational research and literature. In studying them then, and
again in this paper, I have constructed research-based ideas about differentiation and diversity in
the classroom. I am passionate about inclusivity, social justice, and the empowerment of the
disenfranchised in my life as a human being, and by extension, my classroom. As I practice and
learn, I am compiling a mental and philosophical library of ideas and information that will serve
me well as an educator so that I may serve others. I begin this paper with a look at some of the
literature that sparked fervor in me and that influenced my teaching philosophy.
This literature review represents my working compilation of concepts, challenges,
practices, and mental fodder so that I can continue to grow in my teaching long after I complete
my degree. In my research, I found the following artifacts that sparked my interest, compassion,
and ambition to include in my classroom and my practice.
Procedures for the Literature Review
I began my research with candidly vague interest. To my surprise, from the first article I
discovered, I became interested in how other researchers have orchestrated experiments attested
in grueling pages upon pages of knowledge that culturally sustaining pedagogy benefits not only
the students themselves, but the educator as well. I began researching the theme of diversity in
the classroom with the words “inclusivity” and “ELA” on EBSCO host and the ERIC database. I
also tried including differentiation and scaffolding as secondary search terms but found that they
yielded fewer results. It was with a devil-may-care attitude that I didn’t think to further narrow
my scope, then instead chose to peruse the articles that boasted intriguing titles. As my research
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continued, the sub-categories that emerged (in what resounded with me subjectively) were
cultural capital and valuing student experience, the inherent politicization of simply advocating
for one’s students, and differentiation as effective teaching. The more information I collected, the
more I found myself consulting notes I took in the first semester of my MAT at Western Oregon
University before I had come to fully appreciate the work of Lisa Delpit, Carol Tomlinson, Tara
Yosso, and Paulo Freire, who would later serve as cornerstones of my developing teaching
philosophy.
Diversity in the Classroom as “Good Teaching”
There was a time when I assumed that every constituent of the U.S. wanted equal
opportunities and resources for all its students, that the concern for human welfare and the future
of the next generations was the shining emblem of equality that we, as a country, were moving
towards. I have, thankfully and discouragingly, been divested of my naivete. I was staggered the
first time I heard that even neutrality is taking a side. Teaching, as I would come to find, is an
inherently political act, as Paulo Freire stated when he said that “all education is political;
teaching is never a neutral act” (1970, p. 19). In order to attain the lofty goal of attempting to
teach every child in their classroom, teachers have no choice but to differentiate their classroom,
to welcome multicultural and individual experiences, and to present themselves in this binary,
politically charged era as a bleeding-heart progressive teacher. As empathy seems to grow ever
more synonymous with education, I am beginning to understand that literacy invokes caring
about others, and equality in the classroom is as much a controversial and political statement as it
is a valuable pedagogical practice.
Research Studies
This literature review is concerned with the topic of welcoming diversity into the
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classroom through differentiation as a teaching practice, the use of academic scaffolding as an
educational tool, and the role of Language Arts teachers in validating student expression. The
first of these topics is approached through three facets: how to invite and promote diversity in the
classroom, the sociopolitical ramifications of this currently controversial practice, and the
benefits of differentiating one’s classroom. This three-pronged approach is to explore the why
behind culturally inclusive teaching strategies, and the potential consequences of welcoming
diversity into the classroom through differentiation.
Why promote diversity?
According to worldpopulationreview.com, the US has always been a diverse nation of
immigrants and natives, and the last century has seen an increase of immigrants from all corners
of the world. The classroom of today is drastically different from the classroom of sixty years
ago, and the classroom of tomorrow will likely see the same disparity. According to the Pew
Research Center, “the U.S. foreign-born population reached a record 44.8 million in 2018.” With
the shifting demographics of the country, teachers who intend to teach in decades to come would
be excluding nearly 14% of students if they did not make room for them in their classroom.
What is the big deal about culturally responsive teaching (CRT)? A quick internet search
will bring up thousands of hits, a testament to the controversy that is culturally responsive
teaching, with its connotations of White guilt and politicization. While some infamous political
pundits might claim that CRT would have kindergarteners marching around with ennui in their
hearts, thinking they are responsible for the Trail of Tears, CRT is actually about recognizing
and cultivating the individual, collective, and community strengths they bring to learning and
teaching. It is a hopeful frame of thriving (McCarty, T. L., & Brayboy, B. M. J., 2021). It begins
with simple validation. Teachers who practice this recognize that students are individuals with
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their own experiences, preconceived notions, biases, strengths, and patterns of learning.
According to Brent Davis, “explicit knowledge is the mere surface of a knotted tangle of
experience and interpretation” (2009, p. 130). Teachers who validate the knowledge that students
bring in an entire world of their own into the classroom stand a better chance of helping all
students in the classroom learn and expand their consciousness because, as Ormrod says,
“students from diverse backgrounds are more likely to be motivated to do well in school–and to
actually do well there–when they perceive the school curriculum and classroom activities to be
relevant to their own cultures” (2020, p. 363). Teachers who recognize the subjective individual
of each student and see their experience as worthy, and a resource, invite more knowledge and
respect into their classroom.
Culturally responsive pedagogy is the antithesis of the one-size-fits-all prescription of
traditional teaching. In order to meet the needs of ever-more-diverse students, we as teachers
need first to acknowledge that different experiences bring about different needs. That is where
CRT comes in:
Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) has been advocated for by numerous teacher
educators as a proactive pedagogy for meeting the needs of diverse classes and encouraging
practitioners to reflect on the diverse needs of their students. However, culturally
responsive pedagogy is more than “good teaching,” it requires practitioners to advocate for
social justice, maintain a sociopolitical consciousness, and possess an eagerness to work
with students of diverse backgrounds (Fitchett, Starker & Salyers, 2021, p. 607).
CRT, as I discovered, for all its buzzword status, is a vetted practice that calls upon educators to
not only become comfortable with the politicization of responsible and inclusive teaching
practices, but to be fierce proponents of social justice by modeling it in their classrooms.
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Inherent Political Concerns of the Diverse Classroom
Teaching language arts is not a mere survey of grammar conventions and spelling. In
reading literature, students are exposed to views that are not their own, perceptions, and
experiences they wouldn’t have otherwise. Such magic cannot help but promote empathy in
developing minds. If we, as humans, understand other humans, we cannot help but sympathize
with and care about them. Such is one of the cruxes of teaching. There is a growing awareness
that, even if teachers wanted to, they cannot help but step into a political arena by what it is they
teach. There is also the growing awareness that to want to avoid the arena is to do a disservice to
our students. “Formal education is argued to be wholly complicit in the maintenance of an
economically stratified culture in which the middle-class, middle-aged, married, White, Christian
male is the normal person” (Davis, 2004, p. 141). This is an aging ideal, though a quick look at
our United States senators suggests the shameful truth that aging, politically conservative, White,
wealthy Males represent a community of people with far more melanin, cultural history, and
struggle than they. With culturally responsive and differentiated instructive ambitions, we as
educators can shake the idealism inherent in systemic education from one where, in Lisa Delpit’s
words, “students [denied] their own expert knowledge [are] disempowered” to a classroom
where varied opinions and experiences are as welcomed as new information and growth” (Delpit,
1988, p. 288). This radical movement of making space for all voices to be heard, rather than
prescribed, is fodder for political agendas but is nevertheless worthwhile to improving the lives
of our students.
Theme 1: Differentiation
Differentiation that Upholds Diversity
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After the why of inclusive practices, I next moved on to the how. It became readily
apparent that the skeletons in the closet of education have been discovered but not excavated. A
hefty dose of CRT strategies will not eradicate the existing structures of inequity that remain
present in education today, transparent or not. Evans, Turner, & Allen posit that “frameworks of
equity are a response to the chasm not only between educators and their students, but between
society and historically marginalized learners” (2020, p. 52). Teachers, as upholders of this
dubious tradition of being [often White] saviors that instill good values upon the scores of
children under our care, are beholden to the generations harmed by this practice and ought to
incorporate multifaceted educational approaches that welcome different perspectives and
experiences. Often what makes a tangible difference in the lives of our students comes down to
simple caring. A culturally responsive community can help create an environment in which
students regularly engage in sharing perspectives, asking questions, receiving support, and giving
support. A culturally responsive environment is created through a culture of caring. Culturally
responsive caring in the classroom includes attending to person and performance, legitimizing
individual voice and invisibility, and prompting effort and achievement (Gay, 2018). The
belief—and a teacher’s ability to speak it into existence, make it known—can be the single most
important thing we do for our students. They must—and they will—know that we care. It will be
inherent in our practice; “specifically, culturally responsive teachers demonstrate the following
key characteristics: Communicate high expectations. Consistent messages— from the teacher
and the whole school—emphasize that students will succeed based on genuine respect for
students and belief in student capability” (Shealey & Callins, 2007, p. 196). Communicating to
my students that I believe they can produce quality work and effort conveys to them that they are
valid and smart and capable.
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Diversity in the classroom is one word that encompasses countless valid and unique
identities. My mentor teacher advised me to treat every student like they have an IEP, a 504, or
are TAG and it is worth considering that each student is quite likely going through a struggle that
I know nothing about. Racism, homophobia, classism, and other myriad forms of inequity and
oppression run persistently rampant in the world itself, which filters into the classroom (Gay,
2018). Gay is adamant that these infectious tendencies to think the worst of other humans are
rarely eradicated because most methods schools may undertake are “little more than cosmetic
tinkering, rather than any substantive and significant changes” to address bigoted overtures, even
if they are committed under the guise of ‘joking,’ as is the oft-heard excuse from many a youth
(Gay, 2018, p. xxix). These ‘jokes’ might be deliberate or might be insidiously under a colorblind belief that race no longer matters—"that political correctness is something to be challenged
rather than reflective of a growing concern over the realities of ongoing racism and
discrimination. The pretext that these are “just jokes” allows individuals to evade matters of
power and co-opt racial meanings, or to directly mobilize racist stereotypes and slurs, without
themselves being subject to charges of racism. (Burke, 2017, p. 861). Saying something
inflammatory and hastily claiming humor is not only a cop-out, but something that actively
harms the work of inclusion in classrooms where a safe place is the equivalent of a setting where
anyone is welcome to learn. As Burke says, “self-preservation for whites in a racist society is not
itself a challenge and almost always comes at the expense of people of color” (Burke, 2017, p.
862). My classroom cannot be a safe classroom when one group of students’ sense of safety
comes at the cost of another [group of] students’ right to exist there. Hence, the importance of
introducing alternate perspectives is paramount, as I will discuss in more detail in Theme 3.
Culturally Responsive Teaching
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I am at times struck by the word choice of certain buzzwords/terms discussed in the
world today. Defund the Police, Black Lives Matter, Critical Race Theory, and Culturally
Responsive Teaching are all examples of paradox in literal meaning and public reaction. Defund
the Police, for example, sounds like dissolving and disbanding a police force and scattering it to
the wind, rather than taking a look at a police department’s budget and then budgeting to include
the hiring of other professionals who ideally would be better equipped to handle certain crises
and would take some of the burdens off individual police officers to be guard, detective, sheepherder, secretary, traffic enforcer, baby-sitter, first responder, crisis negotiator and all its assorted
hats. I feel much the same: I wish to ease the mental burden of my students, so they are no
overwhelmed and ill-prepared to tackle the expectations assumed of them. The controversy
behind CRT, or Culturally Responsive Teaching, is equally puzzling to me, as it seems almost
pastoral in its innocuity—here in the US, we ought to educate and respond to other cultures. And
yet, there are those out there who consider the concept of bringing new information in to
ruminate over and remark over to be a practice in socialism, as if to make room for other cultures
would be to bleed our own dry rather than enrich it. So, how do we as educators do it right?
It begins with the familiarity of what CRT is and why it’s beneficial. According to Dixon
& Rousseau, there are six aspects to CRT that educators must identify: first, that CRT recognizes
that racism is endemic to American life; that CRT expresses skepticism toward dominant legal
claims of neutrality, objectivity, colorblindness, and meritocracy; that CRT challenges, and
insists on a contextual/historical analysis of the law because it is presumed that racism has
contributed to all contemporary manifestations of group advantage and disadvantage; that CRT
insists on recognition of the experience and knowledge of people of color; that CRT is
interdisciplinary; and that CRT works toward the elimination of oppression (Dixon & Rousseau,
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2005). This reading floored me. I had an idea that racism had its filthy finger in many pies of the
fabric of society, to mix analogies, but I had not considered just how the injustices of the past
affected everything that followed. Like ink spreading across water, the events of oppression that
occurred in another time affected the events that followed, and we will never know what might
have been had that not happened. Ergo, racism has crafted, however subtly, much of our societal,
political, economic, and judicial infrastructure because it disregarded the voice of the
disenfranchised. I simply had not considered the extent of this harm, and its loss.
Theme 2: Scaffolding
What is Scaffolding?
An intrinsic component of differentiation is scaffolding. If diversity brings in more
resources into the classroom via funds of knowledge, and differentiation is a vehicle to transfer
those funds, then scaffolding is the chassis of the enterprise. Scaffolding ensures access and is
therefore crucial in inclusionary educational frameworks. Much of learning pertains to literacy,
having access to information in the first place. Scaffolding offers a leg up for those students who
may need some additional assistance. Scaffolding often looks like IEP plans where students have
extra time for assessments, have permission to use voice-to-text or translation features, and are
the recipients of multimedia instruction to meet their learning needs. Scaffolding is not a simple
tool good for one thing (nor one person) so much as an umbrella term for a multi-tool that yields
multiple results, such as a tow truck that is both travel vehicle and tool for the transporting of
cars. Tomlinson (2017) purports that a differentiated classroom should aim to “have students
work consistently with a wide variety of peers and with tasks thoughtfully designed not only to
draw on the strengths of all members of a group but also to shore up those students’ areas of
need” (pg. 4). Sometimes, the resource that is most helpful for students is their peers. Listening
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to the alternate speech patterns, the validation of human connection, thinking and speaking in
ways outside of strict academic language, and having opportunities to impart some specialized
knowledge with their contemporaries—all are benefits of differentiation that can assist some
students, especially ELLs, assimilate their culture into the one they reside in. Tomlinson goes on
to point out that scaffolding is not so simple as “adjusting the quantity of an assignment” but
rather “altering the nature of the assignment to match the actual student needs” (2017, p.p. 6-7).
This is important to clarify: scaffolding is not the removal of some curriculum, nor is it the
curriculums ‘dumbing down.’ Scaffolding is the implementation of certain skills, tools,
strategies, and/or resources to supplement a student’s existing education.
Scaffolding for ELLs
Regarding ELLs, a 2015 study by Show revealed common writing difficulties amongst
ELLs in the US. In order, these common difficulties are: word choice, adjusting to American
thought patterns, writing fluency, anxiety, [usage of] idioms, low self-confidence, thesis
formation, spelling, summarizing, prepositions, essay organization, writing conclusions, and
making grammar mistakes (Show, 2015). These writing conventions are difficult for native
speakers as well, but the self-reported results provide insight into where scaffolding can improve
the common issues with writing in English Language Arts classes. For example, spelling
difficulties could be assisted with word processing, which often gives suggestions for spelling
and grammar issues. This could be a useful scaffold to model English convention for learners.
Others, such as adjusting to American thought patterns, may only come naturally and after some
time. “Second language writers’ writing samples may be misunderstood, undervalued or poorly
evaluated by writing teachers who are unfamiliar with ELL students’ different styles of rhetorical
expression” all because a student has multiple languages vying for room in their mind (Hamp-
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Lyons, 1991, p. 2). According to Samson & Collins, 2012, key tenets of scaffolding for ELLs
include empathizing development of oral language skills and academic language, and including
culturally inclusive teaching methods. “English language learners must develop oral language
competences to be able to better communicate their ideas, ask questions, listen effectively,
interact with peers and teachers, and become more successful learners” (Samson & Collins,
2012, p.10). Scaffolds that uplift these students for their existing knowledge while offering them
support in their language learning—an example would be a supporting document with definitions
of certain terms and vocabulary words in the student’s language—synthesize existing language
and cultural capital and draws connections between them rather than forcing a student to live two
lives.
Scaffolding for Students with Learning Exceptionalities
Some scaffolding strategies backed by research for students with learning disabilities
include:
following instruction strategies that adolescents with learning
disabilities can use; [students] questioning what they read;
synthesizing information from various sources; identifying,
understanding, and remembering key vocabulary; recognizing how
a text is organized [as an learning tool]; organizing information in
notes; judging their own understanding; and evaluating authors’
ideas and perspectives (Shealey & Callins, 2007, p. 196).
These strategies are universal and just as likely to be assigned to TAG and native
speaking students because they incorporate critical thinking skills that do not take information
for granted—an important skill in this era of it’s-on-the-internet-so-it-must-be-true. Effective
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scaffolding: promotes student engagement by requiring that students play an active role in
crafting curriculum, incorporates community partnership and involvement, and embraces smallgroup student-controlled and cooperative learning (Shealey & Callins, 2007). The key aspect of
these practices? Group interaction. Learning, and support of learning, do not happen in isolation
nor in echo chambers. It would seem that a crucial and often overlooked component of education
is learning from one another.
A tremendous benefit of student groups, collaborative projects, discussions, and
discourse is that students are introduced to thinking that may not have been considered or may
even contradict their own views. In addition to practicing and therefore developing empathy, this
exchange of views and information makes for a more welcoming environment that invites
passion and instills internal scaffolding. Jean Ormrod attests that
instructional activities and assignments are often more effective when students’ cultural
backgrounds are taken into account. Students from diverse backgrounds are more likely
to be motivated to do well in school–and to actually do well there–when they perceive the
school curriculum and classroom activities to be relevant to their own cultures (2020, p.
363).
This sentiment is echoed by Chenowith, who claims that “educators need to create classroom
settings in which culture, ethnicity, and race are not only considered, but in which they are
validated and confirmed. Culturally relevant pedagogy includes methods of teaching that connect
student experiential knowledge and cultural backgrounds to curriculum as a means of achieving
social and educational goals” (2014, p. 37).
Peer-to-peer collaboration is a low-stakes formula for social interaction, exchange of
ideas, and critical analysis. The more diversity the students bring to the proverbial board, the
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more ideas are being considered. Paired with the benefits of social engagement, this practice is
effective in both social and academic development. As Chenowith elaborates,
social interaction serves as a motivating force in learning because students are
encouraged to engage personally with content as well as with their peers. Collaboration in
group settings contributes to a student’s understanding of personal self-esteem, ability to
think symbolically and critically, willingness to cooperate with others, and build
communication skills (Chenowith, 2014, p. 37).
This sentiment is seconded in another study by Matthews & Foster, who claim that
the classroom teacher is respected as a competent professional who is the gatekeeper for
student learning and the person who is engaged in an active learning relationship with the
student, and the consultant is an advisor who is readily available to provide collaborative
and scaffolded support to ensure that teachers’ and students’ individual needs are met.
We have discovered that this kind of approach can generate increased know-how and
establish a momentum that acts as a springboard for ongoing professional improvement
that targets and addresses the diverse needs of high-ability children and others” (2005, p.
225).
The Role of Motivation
A common theme that the literature references is passion—student passion and teacher
passion. Passion breeds interest, which sponsors motivation, which invites engagement, and
engagement paves the way for understanding. As Chenowith (2014) states, teaching that makes
connections between classroom learning and the world of the student (culturally relevant literacy
instruction) inspires student engagement in a natural fashion. Rather than being prescribed
knowledge from an authoritative source that distributes it, when students actively construct
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knowledge from what they know and material they are grappling with they are utilizing
knowledge in a way that is not passive. “Culturally relevant teaching practices (CRT) recognizes
that teaching is a contextual act and believes that teaching is most effective when personal
identities, backgrounds, stories, and experiences are shared as part of the learning experience”
(Chenowith, 2014, p. 36). An article by Sigvardsson, (2020) concurs with this, saying that pupils
need to be “moved,” or “experience” something, and that using source material that is personally
relevant to pupils is a means for students to make connections between what they know already,
and what they are still constructing (p. 37). Sigvardsson, (2020), recommends activities that
invite students to refer to texts, focus on what they are feeling, and invite comparison—most
especially in small groups. This confirms pupils’ experiences while simultaneously challenging
and possibly transforming their views. As one teacher shares in Sigvardsson’s experiment, it is
on the teachers to provide the spark that set the student ‘on fire’ [with interest]; it is, in fact, the
teacher’s engagement that is essential in fostering student interest. Conveying that the
importance of learning is not merely compulsory, but that a passion for language and narrative
and creativity makes life worth living is a good practice for reaching students As Chenowith
stipulates, “these classrooms must be guided by curricula that provides opportunities for students
to inquire, reflect, and evaluate, but most importantly, a curriculum that legitimizes and affirms
the lived experiences of students” (2014, p.37). Sigvardsoon echoes that concept, advising LA
teachers to “leave room for passion [in the language]” because in a student-see-student-do
fashion, interest breeds interest (2020, p. 959). Teachers impart knowledge, but the vehicle is
almost as meaningful as the content.
Scaffolding: Best Practices and the Importance of Interest
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Of scaffolding, Matthews and Foster direct aspiring educators to the following
conceptualizations:
(a) engaging the learner in the task; (b) establishing an individually
relevant shared goal; (c) actively diagnosing the learner’s needs, including
assessing and addressing misconceptions; (d) providing tailored
assistance; (e) encouraging goal-directed motivation; (f) providing
ongoing feedback that encourages self-monitoring; (g) creating an
environment where one feels free to take learning risks, and (h) assisting
internalization, independence, and generalization to other contexts (2005,
p. 225-6).
While the tendency to oversimplify scaffolding into a prescription (a medicine unique to
individual needs but also conformist in that it aids but rarely cures) is necessary for the sake of
clarity, scaffolding remains as multifaceted as the students it aims to assist. Scaffolding is not
designed as an end-all-be-all that addresses chronic educational needs. It is a tool rather than a
goal itself. Salem, (2017), hypothesizes that “scaffolding reaches climax at the very beginning
and decreases gradually till it is ceased, as students’ ability increases and they become more
independent and the gap is filled” (p. 98). Looking at scaffolding as a process, or as I stated in an
earlier paragraph, a vehicle morphs the idea of scaffolding as penicillin into scaffolding as a
crutch—if that can be said without the negative connotations of codependence. Scaffolding
strategies are a bridge that transport people from one secure place to another secure place, rather
than through the danger zone, all while fostering independence and personal responsibility.
There are many successful scaffolding strategies out there. According to research
compiled by Hovey, (2019), “five evidence-based practices have specifically been found to
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enhance the accessibility of course content and improve overall performance: . . . building
background knowledge, building vocabulary, explicit instruction, visual representation, and
providing opportunities for students to respond” (p. 219). This method follows the logical
construction of preparing, instructing, and responding, and also the IMSCI model developed by
Dr. Landon-Hays, (2012), where secondary school teachers instruct via Inquiry, Modeling,
Shared Writing, Collaborative Writing, and Independent Writing. The concept of front-loading
information, modeling it, setting up the students for partially-independent work, and scaffolding
their writing until they can independently produce it on their own is an evidence-based best
practice that eases students from novicehood, where they may never have used a new skillset, on
to proficiency. This is further vetted by Zimmerman & Kitsantas, whose 1999 research implied
that when learners move from automaticity to model-based goal-setting, there were benefits of
“higher self-perceptions of efficacy, more satisfactory self-reactions, and greater intrinsic
motivation to pursue the skill further”, as opposed to students attributing their deficiencies to
“uncontrollable personal sources of causation” and their resulting dissatisfaction and lack of
adaptability in skill improvement (p. 248). In modeling doable outcomes and in structuring
instruction into manageable chunks, scaffolding sponsors students in more readily acquiring
skills, which according to Zimmerman and Kitsantas, results in more student interest in it.
Interest is crucial, because interest fosters engagement and engagement fosters connection
between ephemeral ideas and real-world infrastructure of knowledge.
There is a world of resources out there to provide insight on how best to scaffold.
Brownell, Benedict, Leko, Peyton, Pua, et. al, (2019) provide a veritable plethora of suggested
strategies from their research with student teachers and their classrooms, and the results the
research yielded, including: Narrative Description, Peer-to Peer teaching, Video Analysis, Peer
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“bug-in-the-ear” Coaching, Lesson Study, and Aligned Field Experiences. For example, having
peers teach one another (in this example, peer teacher candidates) as if they were P-12 students is
a helpful scaffolding tool to improve practice, to introduce a brand-new skill, and to incorporate
more collaborative feedback. These applicable skills assist students—whether adults or
adolescents—to develop connections between coursework and practice, to combine new skills
with more familiar/already mastered approaches, and to structure experiences to build
complexity over time, for example “advancing from structured tutoring to small group
instruction” (p. 342). If these strategies are useful for adults, they can also be useful scaffolds for
developing pre-teen and teen minds.
Student interest in learning is crucial, and this is no exception in scaffolding. In a study
conducted in Saudi Arabia, some teachers found success engaging students by providing
attractive and interesting activities. The concept of teachers as guides was present in this study,
and those teachers who employed various tactics to meet the needs of their students, rather than a
standard and temptingly-simple homogenous teacher-as-expert approach, promoted the
acquisition of new learning skills and efficiently enhanced student efficacy while simultaneously
challenging them (Alrawili, Osman, & Almuntasheri, 2020, p. 726). Alrawili, Osman, &
Almuntasheri went on to stipulate that:

Scaffolding enhances the collaborative effort through the teacher–
learner interaction within classroom learning. Furthermore,
learners are given an active role that is necessary for them to
become self-regulated, in which the main focus is given to learners
through their educational engagement and reaction in classroom
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activities. As an assistant or a guide, the teacher’s role in the
classroom is to direct learners to activities on their own and to
provide answers to their questions besides discovering the
understanding of what is being taught (2020, pp. 726-7).

This suggests that a self-efficacious tactic on behalf of teachers is to dispense with the
Gnostic tradition of teachers as authorities and move to a model of teachers as guides and fellow
learners modeling the process, rather than the result.
Much of learning is the drawing of connections between theory and practice. For young
adults about to make their way into the world, curriculum that draws on their expertise, their
interests, their cultural capital, and their experience resounds with the knowledge they have
already constructed and builds on it. As Heineke & McTighe (2018) claim, including this
technique in scaffolding can provide valuable anecdotal insight and data about students prior
knowledge, such as students’ cultural ways of making meaning. Heineke & McTighe (2018) go
on to explain that receptive oral language [listening] is less supported in the modern classroom
because we as educators have a tendency to falsely assume that listening is prerequisite, a given,
rather than a skill constructed out of knowledge and often practice. Listening, as makingmeaning, relies on comprehension that decodes such things as: “various rates of delivery, run on
sentences, redundancies, elaborations, corrections, pauses, and colloquial language . . . [as well
as no-linguistic cues such as] facial expressions, body length language, and personal proximity to
aid in comprehension and performance” (Heineke & McTighe, 2018, pp. 46-47). Listening,
while not as touted as reading and writing, is also a model of processing information, making
meaning, using background knowledge, and extracting important takeaways from the discourse.
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Listening, then, while dismissed as bare minimum effort on a student’s behalf, is also a skill
worthy of learning and a useful concept to keep in mind for scaffolding techniques such as the
IMSCI model.
Beyond listening, other experts chimed in with suggestions for aspiring educators to
make the most out of scaffolding as an aid. Pierce, (2021), provided the following [Language
Arts Content] model that further reinforces the role of student interest in what they are learning:

Make a list of big ideas or broad concepts that you hope students
will address in their literature discussions. Focus on ideas that have
the potential to shift students’ thinking about themselves, others,
and the world. Listen to their discussions and note what you hear,
including the things you expected as well as the unexpected
insights. Share your observations with students at the conclusion of
their discussion or the next day. Invite students to discuss the talk
moves they used to help explore these ideas. Together, develop a
plan for taking discussions deeper, in the future (Pierce, 2021, p.
391).
In this model, Pierce embodies the humble role of the teacher in guiding
students via their interests so they can develop the appropriate skill in an arena of
their own construction. Here are practical how-to elements coexisting with
broader concepts of students’ perception of the world, and the collaborative
discourse that is often so useful in the progressive classroom as a social
landscape.
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Other research-based scaffolding practices include the use of varied visual
techniques such as “titles, subheadings, illustrations, captions, or titles of charts”
that build more comprehensible schemas and modeling to “recruit interest, control
frustration, provide idealized versions, and link scientific concepts to real-life
experience” (Tajeddin, Alemi & Kamrani, 2020, pp. 15-6). This finding supports
a similar notion from Pentimonti, Justice, Yeomans-Maldonado, McGinty,
Slocum, et. al, 2017, who postulated that highly-supportive scaffolding strategies
are not used as frequently as low-support scaffolding that may at times rely on
more “higher order understandings,” such as generalizing reasoning and
predicting skills, which deserve their due (p. 139). Making room in the classroom
for easily implemented and accessible scaffolding is important, but so too is
bringing in a variety of intensities in technique and differentiation.
Theme 3: Disciplinary Issues Regarding My Goals for Teaching Language Arts
Reading for Empathy
When I really put some thought into what kind of teacher I want to be in the tenuous, the
ephemeral, the obscure visions of myself in the life of 70+ students every year, it doesn’t add up
to the tangible, concrete, ironclad, and immovable standards. Instead, I think of people. I think of
the measure of the worth of a human life and how it doubles when it toils for another. I tell my
ten-year-old stepson that nothing on Earth he does is more important than how he treats people. I
tell him that yes, he should live securely with himself, but that he should always seek to help
others. I tell Silas how what he says is only a fraction of what he tells a person, that the rest is
body-language and action. I tell my son, “convince me with your actions.” What I don’t tell Silas
is how I am doing the same for him, and for students. I can tell him that I love him, and I can tell
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the school board and the principal and the parents that I am invested in their kids—but that is
only a fraction of what they will absorb from me, and what Silas will retain. Better, then, to live
my life deliberately so it reflects my beliefs long after my tongue dies. I want the love,
commitment, and faith I have in my students as thoughtful future adults to rise, apparent, in my
teaching practices. When I consider my subject area, Language Arts, I believe that human
equality is reiterated through reading; that is how empathy is born. To my way of thinking,
reading leads to caring about people. One simply cannot read the perspectives of hundreds—sit
with them while they make mistakes and undergo hardships, and triumph with them when they
succeed—without even unconsciously processing that human lives are unique but quite alike.
Students, when they read, live through the eyes, ears, and minds of other people. In short, they
exercise empathy.
Empathy is an ephemeral but no less substantial embodiment of my understanding of life.
I don’t think any child who reads much can walk into the world oblivious of how another person
might be affected by their actions. To certain political ideologies, they wear this callousness
stitched on their sleeves and scorn that I care, and that I worry, even while real problems in my
country require attention. I prefer to adorn my sleeve with humanity, believing that:
no matter whether the problem is just distribution of taxation or universal civil rights or
federal-state relations, the basis of any ultimate decision should be its meaning for actual
human lives. It is easy enough to understand the possible effect of a point of view on
ourselves and on the human beings with whom we feel the kinship of family, class,
nation, or race. We must also develop the capacity to feel intensely the needs and
sufferings and aspirations of people whose personal interests are distinct from our own,
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people with whom we have no bond other than our common humanity (Rosenblatt, 1995,
p.p. 177-178).
The basis of any ultimate decision should be its meaning for actual human lives. How can I know
this and not disabuse myself of this neutrality mantra where I pretend that all is well with my
students and that I should just keep my nose in a book and teach my subject matter? Rosenblatt
called the vaccine for this disease ‘imaginative sympathy’. It is supremely difficult to separate
ourselves from human suffering, violations, and disenfranchisement, once we know it exists.
When we have children read, we are illustrating how they can dissolve their perception in the
waters of another’s—even if they have precious little in common. In the malleable minds of
children, this imaginative sympathy inspires children to form attachments to characters in books
and television. When we promote reading, children learn through stories—about other cultures,
other people, other practices, and other feelings. It is this awareness of others that will combat
the disregard, the stagnant ennui of many who do not consider a problem a problem if it hasn’t
happened to them.
Getting humans to care about one another is easier said than done, perhaps especially at a
high school level. These older minds have formed hard opinions and fortified walls of distaste,
suspicion, and habit. Teenagers can be difficult to reach, and difficult to entice into reading to
broaden their horizons and spark empathy. Understanding racism, after all, is not an opinion:
“there are basic concepts, like systemic racism, for example, that have nothing to do with
opinion, regardless of how some political positions render such facts. Conceiving of racial
literacy in this way offers a path forward for framing race concepts that teachers can teach, and
students can learn” (Sarigianides, et. al, 2019, p. 24).
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Racial literacy begins with having multicultural literature on hand, promoting it, teaching
from it. In my dream classroom, I get to choose which books to teach what, and admin has my
back about its utility and necessity. In my dream library, there are protagonists that reflect the
unique and familiar experiences that echo in the subtle hearts of my students. As Sarigianides
attests,
literature transforms human experience and reflects it back to us, and in that reflection we
can see our own lives and experiences as part of the larger human experience. Reading,
then, becomes a means of self-affirmation, and readers often seek their mirrors in books
(2019, p.1).
It’s natural that readers often seek themselves in these narratives. All the more reason that the
narratives I have on hand have a ragtag assortment of protagonists for everyone. Racial literacy
demands that in their reading, students “interrogate texts and themselves as readers of texts. They
need to investigate the cultural context of the text for all “assumptions said and unsaid” to make
connections with what they know and the world presented—interpret it, so they can change it for
the better (Fairbrother, 2003, p. 12) This is crucial, this human connection, because “when
children cannot find themselves reflected in the books they read, or when the images they see are
distorted, negative, or laughable, they learn a powerful lesson about how they are devalued in the
society of which they are a part. Our classrooms need to be places where all the children from all
the cultures that make up the salad bowl of American society can find their mirrors, so that all
children, teenagers or otherwise, can relate to or simply care about a protagonist outside of
themselves—seeing the differences between themselves and someone they are interested in
(fictionally, at first, and later truthfully) reiterates the universal truth that humans are born equal,
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but not always treated as such (Sarigianides, et. al, 2019). Representation matters, in the real
world and in literature and everywhere in between.
Empathy in Writing
Hand-in-hand with aiding my students in reading so they can connect to and care about
people comes the realization that: if it’s true about reading, it’s true about writing. To model
empathy and acceptance, what manner of teacher would I be if I exclude these voices in writing?
Too often classrooms—especially English classrooms—are guilty of inadvertently stamping out
the cultural writing practices of our students in favor of streamlining their voice, their word
choice, and their grammar out of not-untrue worry that they won’t be taken seriously or be able
to get a scholarship or job writing in their natural voice (Delpit, 1988). I myself worry if I am
doing my students a bad turn when I do not correct their atrociously prevalent typos. What will
that look like on a resumé, I ask myself, or in an interview for a position they really want or
need? I’ll be the first to admit there is a time and place. I would never interfere with a person’s
autobiographical voice, for instance, but might intervene in a classroom assignment. As a teacher
it is very important to me that students speak their own language and culture so they can make
connections because
literacy instruction should validate students’ cultures; literacy instruction should deal
explicitly with issues of race and ethnicity; literacy instruction in the United State should
include Standard English, but should also invite other forms and dialects such as African
American Vernacular English and Spanglish to be spoken in the classroom (Chenowith,
2014, p. 37).
To promote multiple perspectives in literature, not to mention creativity and expression, I must
not erase the unique voice and cultural capital that my students bring into my classroom. A
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teacher concerned with empathy-building ought to set-up a classroom where “culture, ethnicity,
and race are not only considered, but in which they are validated and confirmed . . . that connect
student experiential knowledge and cultural backgrounds to curriculum as a means of achieving
social and educational goals” (Chenowith, 2014, p. 37). This isn’t about avoidance, or tiptoeing
on eggshells so someone’s dad doesn’t get mad at me that there is sexual assault in a YA novel. I
find it fundamentally bizarre that some parents want teachers only to teach the subject matter so
that their children can educate themselves and make up their own minds about something, yet
they expect their children to formulate these opinions in an encapsulated vacuum. An educated
opinion is just that—educated. I will not do my students the offensive disservice of pretending
that their real-life, complex adult problems don’t exist.
It’s astonishing how cerebral and often unconscious mental mechanisms design our day.
Far too much of life happens when we are not paying attention, when we are not being deliberate
(when we are oblivious.) I cannot spare myself some oblivion as an educator, but I can expect
that my attitude and my expectations will sway my students, as I discussed earlier about the
importance of student motivation. I will have influence in my classroom, perhaps not over each
and every one of my students, but I will affect them: their thinking, their reactions, their behavior
are all porous and susceptible to how I behave and how I react and how I think. What will I do
with this? Anna Cunningham described her experience of becoming an ELL teacher advocate as
“both a ‘revolt’ and [a] ‘compromise,” which underscores the role of teachers as “on-the-ground
implementers of change amidst a backdrop pulling them in many different directions”
(Pasternak, et. al., 2015, p. 291). In order to teach ELA, a flexible and progressive teacher may
see herself as innovative and compassionate in her curriculum (and planning) while also
recognizing that teaching ELA is to also teach ELLs, which may be more of a compromise than a
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rebellious progressive innovator set on bringing about change. As an ELA teacher, finding the
golden line of being (to paraphrase one of my professors Dr. Landon-Hays) creatively compliant
and selectively defiant is a chronic issue in the world of teaching English, where the modern-day
teacher wears so many hats that they need a coatrack to store them all when there’s only one
hook in the budget (Landon-Hays, 2021).
Considering Personal Characteristics of Our Students
Knowing as we do that scaffolding is a valuable practice to meet our students needs, such
awareness of our students’ identities plays a integral role in empowering our students in the
Language Arts classroom. Teachers who welcome the multiple, rich, and diverse identities of
their students welcome alternate input, experience, expertise, and information into their
classroom. Welcoming students as experts as well as learners sends a message to students that
this is a safe place to be, and a safe place to learn. According to Olofson, (2018),
during the young adolescent years, students explore and develop their own identity.
Settings that are diverse along dimensions of race and class are important for this identify
development . . . Our results indicate that campuses with higher rates of segregation have
higher value added effects for academics, but that such settings are potentially
detrimental to supporting attendance, particularly in schools with high levels of BlackWhite segregation (p. 9).
The schools in which our students learn—the student populace, the welcoming
atmosphere or lack thereof, the poverty level and resources of the school—to assume that all
schools are equal is to damn our students. Pretending that wealth and education gaps are not
present and are eliminated from education is a fallacy. While we cannot fix the country’s
problems, teachers do have power in that we influence our students; that means that if they feel
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welcome in our classes, validated for their diversity, cultural capital, and expertise, the students
will be far more likely feel more comfortable to participate in an exchange of ideas, and will
ideally be less petrified of being wrong or foreign. Validating the different experiences, ideas,
and cultures of students is also modeling this acceptance and celebration of identity for every
student in the class, which affects the entire classroom—even the students who are considered
traditional (white, middle-class, non-ELL.) This sentiment is reiterated by Kirkland (2018), who
shares that the shifting student demographics in US K-12 schools have sponsored a sweeping call
for change in education that makes room for the multiple languages and literacies our students
bring with them into the classroom. Varied experiences, opinions, and knowledge make for a
classroom that is more diverse and also more realistic of real-world expectations that our
students, as future adults, will meet in their lifetimes.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
Context of Study
I conducted my research in my classroom. I teach in a rural city in mid-west Oregon. My
classes average 12-22 students each. I teach sophomores, ages 15-17 years old. This high school
is the largest in the school district, which consists of middle and working class families and is
overrepresented by retirees and the elderly, which has a negative effect on local bond measures
and funding. Nevertheless, students at the high school are given free chromebooks and utilize
technology and the internet regularly in their classes. The data collected for this project will
represent this technological utility, as that is where most of the classwork submissions and
grading occur.
Action Research
Action Research is a form of study useful for the humanities where an independent
researcher—in this case, the instructor—consults experts, compiles knowledge to create educated
experiments, collects data on their own practice [in this case, instruction], studies the data to
identify trends and identify preliminary findings that may warrant further study, and synthesizes
the data and its interpreted results, and uses this information to improve their own practice
(Johnson, 2012). The aim of action research is to further understand one’s classroom via the
collection of plural data—usually information, plans, observations, recordings, and other forms
of data. This process usually leads to a crystallization of and reflection of the process, ultimately
leading to more data useful to evaluating instructional practices.
Research Methods
The methods of inquiry for this study focused on the principles and practices of action
research, using self-study aligned with professional teacher standards, teacher artifacts,
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anonymous student assessments, evaluations by my CT and University supervisor, student
feedback, entries in my teacher journal, videos of myself teaching and interacting with students,
and in my lesson plans as a means of data collection. I will begin with a review of action
research principles to establish the foundation for this study’s method of inquiry. Second, I will
review the choices and purposes of data collection that helped to highlight my instruction and
means for searching for improvement. Third, I will detail my context for the study, methods of
data collection protocols, maintaining credibility and trustworthiness of the data, and
acknowledge my limitations as a researcher. Finally, I will present the procedures used for
studying my practice, while providing data and analysis that speaks to adaptations and
adjustments made to my instruction as I implanted this study.
Research Questions
My focus for this research was on acquiring effective best practices that incorporate
student collaboration, validation of individual culture, and empathy development in the
Language Arts Classroom. Specifically, I examined curriculum that resulted in maximum
student involvement, promoted student discourse, and incorporated self-reflection and
connection making while simultaneously teaching the standards as painlessly as possible and
teaching human beings. This focus aligned with the following InTASC Standards for teacher
professional development: [InTASC Standards 2, 3 and 9]:
•

STUDENT DEVELOPMENT: The teacher understands how children learn and
develop, and can provide learning opportunities that support a child’s intellectual,
social, and personal development
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•

DIVERSE LEARNERS: The teacher understands how students differ in their
approaches to learning and creates instructional opportunities that are adapted to
diverse learners

•

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE: PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT: The teacher is
a reflective practitioner who continually evaluates the effects of his or her choices
and actions on others and who actively seeks out opportunities to grow
professionally.

Additionally, I considered how studying my own practice in line with InTASC Standards
could improve my own instruction and therefore, student learning. My purpose of this study was
to analyze my teaching habits and choices to identify aspects of my curriculum that meet my
goals of inclusivity, collaboration, empathy development, and connection of ideas and which
could benefit from adjustment. The research question (s) for this study were:
1. Do my instructional and curricular choices foster self-reflection and connection
[between theory and practice]? Is there real-world utility in what I teach? What I
hope to learn from this research is if my students are demonstrating these
connections, if my assessments and other data are reflecting that growth, and how I
can incorporate more to reach my goal [if needed]. Data gathered from a focus on
this question was used to test if and how well my instructional choices and their
assessments aligned with my goals of inclusivity, collaboration, empathy
development, and connection of ideas in my curriculum.
2. Does my curriculum, especially my individual and group assignments, include and
uphold inclusivity for the diversity of humans in my classroom [and world]? How
could I have done this better? What I hope to learn from garnering and examining
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data regarding this is to see how well I invited diversity into the literature,
perspectives, reflections, and discussions that was a part of my class this term, which
I hope will help me identify where I can include more in the future, and some ideas on
how to do that in a respectful and validating way. Data gathered from this question
was used to validate what approaches worked and where my attempts did not have the
desired outcome of coopting inclusivity in my classroom.
3. Where in my teaching were there natural places where I could have practiced
empathy development through peer collaboration? Was I able to successfully
implement them? Were they forced? Were they organic? Were they effective? What I
hope to learn by focusing my research around this question is if empathy development
comes naturally to adolescent students, if they are resistant to it, and how to facilitate
peer collaboration and respect in discourse forums in my classroom so that students
can learn from one another. Data gathered from a focus on this question was used to
identify successful tactics that promote peer-to-peer learning, collaboration,
productivity, and interpersonal connection.
InTASC Standards
The InTASC Standards referenced above are a neutral set of applicable standards that
substantiate a code of conduct in the field of education. Having “universal” standards offers a
code of ethics and a base line of professionalism that introduces new teachers to the expectations
of the field and offers a template for districts to model their professional expectations off of. By
familiarizing myself with the InTASC standards as a baseline of my own code of ethics and
professional expectations, I can take my own temperature to make sure that my practice aligns
with my philosophy. It is one thing to think a certain way and another thing to act so. These
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standards can also serve as overarcing guiding questions that I can reference when constructing
my units. The InTASC Standards that are especially prevalent in my Action Research Project
are:
•

InTASC Standard 2: Student Development: The teacher understands how children
learn and develop, and can provide learning opportunities that support a child’s
intellectual, social, and personal development

•

InTASC Standard 3: Diverse Learners: The teacher understands how students
differ in their approaches to learning and creates instructional opportunities that
are adapted to diverse learners

•

InTASC Standard 9: Reflective Practice: Professional Development: The teacher
is a reflective practitioner who continually evaluates the effects of his or her
choices and actions on others and who actively seeks out opportunities to grow
professionally.

I chose these 3 standards for my study due to their relevance in regards to my focus and
my research questions. The connection between the themes of inclusion, validation, empathy,
and connection of ideas as learning, and the InTASC standards related to teacher understanding
of child social, personal, and intellectual development, of diversity of student needs and the
importance of altering instructional choices to meet those needs, and lastly of effective teaching
requiring self-reflection and evaluation on behalf of the teacher are thematically cousins. Teacher
awareness, instructional choices that help children grow and validate what they bring to the table
are personal and professional goals of mine, and are a focal point of my research.
Methods and Procedures
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Because my purpose was to describe my own teaching practice as well as how I use data
to improve my own practice in line with the InTASC professional standards, it was important to
choose a method that could account for both what the standards are for teachers and how I was
paying attention to my own practice through data collection to improve it. Accordingly, this
study was designed as an action research study.
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Chapter Four: Data
In this section, I present data collected indicative of key findings in my own
teaching practice. This data is organized thematically by topics garnered from the research
questions from Chapter Three, Methodologies. These themes are: fostering self-reflection;
connection [between theory and practice]; real-world utility; inclusivity; empathy development;
diversity of perspectives in literature, perspectives, reflections, and discussions; empathy
development; peer-to-peer learning; collaboration; and productivity.
Fostering Self Expression
Collecting data about my instructional choices to assess how well I incorporated
opportunities for students to express themselves had me poring over student assignments,
feedback from my clinical teacher and supervisor, and my lesson plans. Data from video footage
of myself teaching led to a key finding: that self-reflection appeared to come more easily to the
students when shared verbally and extemporaneously, rather than via pre-meditated writing (See
figures 1 and 2.) Another finding suggested that one-on-one discourse with the teacher, even
within hearing of
peers, led to
unregimented “oneright-answer” genuine
reflection, whether in
writing or speaking,
as seen in
Figure 1: transcript of dialogue from video-recorded lesson on informational writing, March 2022.
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figure 3.

Figure 2 continued transcript of dialogue from video-recorded lesson on informational writing, March 2022.

Figure 3: Excerpt from student journal, May 2022.

Connections between Theory and Practice
Gathering data about my instructional choices to assess how well I scaffolded my
curriculum to facilitate my students making connections between the abstract conceptual
content, and the reality of it in use led me to analyzing data from my lesson plans, fr om
videos of me instructing, and from a student’s submission that surprised me with a great
idea—when it was too late to implement it this year. Highlights from these data spotlights
include the symbiotic relationship between student interest, engagement, and learning (see
figure 4); the useful scaffold that is familiarity, as demonstrated in figure 5; and the less -

51
surprising gift of mistakes being crucial to learning that came as a result of grading the
essay
figure 6
is from.

Figure 4: Transcript of dialogue from video-recorded lesson on exposition, April 2022.

Figure 5: Excerpt from a lesson plan on Figurative Language, March 2022.
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Figure 6: Screen-shot of portion of one student's essay, April 2022.

Real-World Utility
Compiling data about my instructional choices to study how well I integrated reality
in my lesson plans was an unexpectedly subtle endeavor. When—and how often—did I
help my students understand or hypothesize why what I was teaching would help them ‘out
there in the real world’? After studying some lesson plans, my key observation was: more
than I expected, particularly in the opening segment of my lesson plans. The data artifacts
included below (figures 7 and 8) are pulled from two separate slideshows used at different
points in the semester, that opened up discussion about the elusive “why bother” that lurks
inside many jaded and/or exhausted students.

53

Figure 7: Slide from a PowerPoint about common editing mistakes
April 2022.

Figure 8: Slide from a presentation of instructions on how to interview someone, March 2022.

Inclusivity and Diversity
Garnering data about inclusivity in my curriculum is of paramount importance to
me, as it is a cornerstone of my action research, to say nothing of my personal philosophy.
My student teaching placement took place in a rural city school, oxymoronic as it sounds.
The majority of my students were Caucasian, with the word diversity aimed at the
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smattering of students of color and queer students. I wanted included this principle
twofold: am I practicing this, and am I including it in the curriculum? For the former, I
selected figures (9 and 10) that highlight a finding: teaching is about relationships first; for
the latter, I sought data that informed me whether—and to what extent—I was integrating a
diversity of perspectives into my teaching, whether in literature, class discussions, or
writing assignments. Figures 11 and 12 illustrate diverse perspectives in literature, and the
opportunity for cultural capital to be validated in writing.

Figure 9: Instructor Commentary on an
ELL student's interview of another student,
March 2022.
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Figure 10: ELL student from figure 9's interview of peer student, March 2022.

Figure 11: Excerpt from student reflection, May 2022.
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Figure 12: Persuasive writing prompt, March 2022

Empathy Development
Locating data that would reflect empathy development in my classroom was a big ask.
Storytelling, I believe, is rife with empathy—it is an intellectual donning of another’s shoes.
Therefore, the data that I honed in on to analyze empathy in my curricula relates to the dialogue
that occurred in literature circles, where students discussed the book they were reading as a
group. Highlights of this data set intimate that when students are allowed, and encouraged, to
assess literature through a critical lens, their insight and engagement grows (reference figure 13),
and that dialogue offers a unique outlet for reflection, as exemplified in figures 14 and 15.
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Figure 13: Transcript of dialogue from an excerpt of a lesson on conflict in literature, May 2022.

Figure 14: Transcript of dialogue from an excerpt of a lesson plan on characterization in literature, May 2022.

58

Figure 15: Transcript of dialogue from an excerpt of a lesson on characterization in literature, continued, May 2022.

Peer-to-Peer Learning and Collaboration
Amassing data about my instructional choices to investigate
how successfully I utilized the peers-as-teachers dynamic as an
educational tool brought me insight into the learning styles and
atmosphere of my three different English II classes. Displayed in the
figures below (figures 16 and 17) is data that shines light on the
different elements of success in the unit—spirited discussion,
completion of the journals, or a amalgamate of the two.

Figure 16: Chart of average student
grades, June 2022.
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Figure 17: Guiding Questions for group discussion in literature circles, May 2022.

Productivity
Accumulating data about my instructional strengths and areas of growth led me finally to
the overall concept of productivity. Were the students able to demonstrate learning, I wondered.
Was I being too hard, or too easy on them? The data I pulled for this last artifact was spurred by
the above figure, figure 16, as you will read about in Chapter 5. The lesson below set me on a
quirky path that led to more effective teaching, by engaging my students in a way that was new
and interesting to them.

Figure 18: A segment of instructions for a creative writing prompt during a unit
on figurative language, March 2022.
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Chapter 5: Interpreting the Data
Research Purpose
The purpose of my research was to establish a habit of self-assessment, diagnostic
practice, analysis, and improvement of my teaching practice. By conducting action research—
making informed decisions about my curriculum, planning from that informed position,
compiling data about the process, and interpreting this data I hope to identify areas of strength
and areas where improvement is needed in my teaching habits, my instructional choices, and my
classroom. The following are the research questions from Chapter Three (Methodology), that I
used to guide my data collection:
Do my instructional and curricular choices foster self-reflection and connection [between
theory and practice]? Is there real-world utility in what I teach?
Does my curriculum, especially my individual and group assignments, include and uphold
inclusivity for the diversity of humans in my classroom [and world]? How could I have done
this better?
Where in my teaching were there natural places where I could have practiced empathy
development through peer collaboration? Was I able to successfully implement them? Were
they forced? Were they organic? Were they effective?
Key Findings
My first research question brought up questions about fostering self-expression,
connections between theory and practice, and real-world utility. As I compiled data,
attempted to make informed decisions, and analyzed the results, I began to notice trends,
though not always related to the question I had originally posed. When I studied data about
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self-expression, I realized that my students had a natural predisposition to share their
opinions, experiences, and feelings about topics—even when they were not supposed to, as
I learned during our unit on expository writing (a key facet being neutrality.) Opportunities
for students to engage in self-reflection was not limited only to writing either, as I found. I
was surprised to discover that reflection of thoughts and feelings about topical matters
came to students more naturally when shared verbally and off-the-cuff. Something about
pre-thinking and writing dulled the willingness to genuinely connect with content, as was
exhibited in figures 1 and 2, where a conversation between one student reveals far more
expression than the written reflection in their journals. Another finding inferred that vocal
discourse made for less inhibition, and more honesty.
The transcripts from video recordings of lessons offered insight to me in more ways
than I had expected, seeing and hearing myself teach in a way I was not aware of in the
moment. It was difficult, viewing, listening, and transcribing excerpts from those videos to
miss some of the undercurrents of the lesson. I noted, as a general theme throughout this
section, the symbiotic relationship between students being interested in the topic under
discussion, students being engaged with learning, and positive assessment. Understandably,
when students are interested, they pay attention. When they are paying attention, and
interested, they are actively constructing knowledge, ie: learning. Figure 4 offers a brief
glimpse into this discovery. I had pulled up an informational article on the effects of
teenage sleep deprivation, a soapbox topic for me, to offer an example of expository
writing as a model for the lesson (identifying elements of expository writing). To my
surprise, the students keyed in on this artifact, though it was scientific in nature. It was
relevant to them, and therefore interesting. I found later in the unit, that one student from
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each of the three classes chose to write their essay on the topic. Seeking information about
the abstract learning of concepts, and how it could be practiced in a lesson illuminated me
about how helpful familiarity is, particularly as a scaffold for challenges. I discovered that
referencing the familiar helps students visualize a real example just as it shows them that
the concept is real and tackle-able. While particularly apparent in the video data, assessing
student assignments through a lens of engagement and personal connection suggested that
when students are encouraged to make personal connections and criticize the subject
matter, subsequent reflection will yield more in-depth analysis of characterization and
conflict. Familiarity (the seed that begets the connection) can be a useful scaffold, as
critical thinking begins with that connection between what is personally known, and what
is theoretical and abstract—not to mention forced on students. For this reason, in my data
collection I paid particular attention to the “Funds of Knowledge” my students carry into
the room with them, whether from their academic schooling, cultural capital, or lives as
(statistically) American teenagers. I found, as is displayed in Figure 5, that even slightly
macabre pop culture references can spark interest and connection between theory and
practice—notorious murderers as scaffolds have their place in twenty-first-century
instruction.
Making mistakes is a valuable and crucial part of learning, agonizing though it may
seem. A tenet of my teaching philosophy is that mistakes are how we learn, and, it’s only a
mistake if you don’t learn from it. This begins with modeling the art of mistake-making. In
figure 6, there is an example of a ‘mistake’ that I made. It is a student submission for an
expository essay. Its formatting is messy: multiple fonts, embedded links, absent citations;
all this, and there isn’t much original writing. This student, by the rubric, failed the
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assignment. He also taught me something; looking at this, even after all my careful
planning, I had a Eureka! moment. The formatting of this draft is not-quite-identical to the
research graphic organizer students filled out, but near enough that I realized that had I
only had the incredible foresight—and it’s acceptable that I did not—I could have
organized a rough draft graphic organizer with all that information in worksheet form. Had
I done this, then this student would have had to come up with introductory and concluding
sentences, not to mention a sentence or two of explication. I realized, grading this paper ,
how I would teach it next time, what the next logical sequence of scaffolding would be. In
teaching this the first time, I learned more effective ways of instruction for the future.
The importance of my students learning practical skills from my languag e arts
instruction is imbedded in my curricular choices and in my teaching style. In collecting
data about how useful my teaching might be for my students, I found that real -world
utility/connections happened more than I expected. This seemed to happen esp ecially often
in the beginning segments of my lesson plans. Figures 7 and 8 are pulled from lecture
slides used to introduce two different lessons, one concerned with common editing and
revision mistakes, and the other sharing interview tips. I chose these examples of data
because at first glance, they appear to be common language arts content, splashed with
some color. At second glance, these data artifacts invite practicality. Figure 7 is not merely
a run-down of dead and dried grammar, but a tip to keep track of commonly mistaken
words that students will use for life. Figure 8 is a list of ‘don’ts,’ or actions to avoid when
interviewing a stranger. Students, in this lesson, were not only getting to know each other
the first day of class, they were also practicing communication skills. Rather than asking
simple questions and transcribing simple answers, students were instructed to ask open -
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ended questions, and to really listen—no notes. Language arts has deep roots in
communication, or perhaps it might be said the other way around; data from my classroom
suggested that this discipline bleeds into many others.
My second research question invited questions about inclusivity and diversity. It
was overwhelming trying to gather data about inclusivity and diversi ty in my classroom, in
my assignments, in the reading I assigned, and in my grading practices. What I learned in
my attempt to encompass my teaching, limitations withstanding, was that teaching is about
relationships more than it is about content. Figure 9 is a snapshot of a student’s response to
the interview project mentioned above. This student confided in me that the reason she was
behind in submitting work is that she writes in Spanish first and then translates her work
into English. I told her that for everyday homework (excluding essays, because they might
be beyond my linguistic understanding), she could submit her homework in her native
language. With my rudimentary Spanish, I was able to understand her quite clearly, as is
shown in Figure 10. This arrangement fostered a relationship that has become genuine,
honest, and vulnerable with a student who may have remained shy had we not connected
over this. She was passionate about her culture, and in making room for that, which was
not difficult, we developed a relationship with expectations that kept the student committed
and me enthusiastic about keeping my second language alive.
Figure 11, a screenshot of a reflection a student wrote about a book they were
reading for their literature circles, offers insight into the diversity and inclusivity of my
teaching. I noticed, as I studied data, a certain proclivity towards summarizing in writing,
rather than reflecting. Verbally, the opposite held true: true reflection was painless in the
peer forums; yet many students seemed unable to even reproduce those same
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considerations in a written format. It seemed as though the students were more comfortable
talking about something than writing; the extemporaneous nature of speaking was
favorable compared to the permanence and commitment of writing—at least, writing about
literature. Figure 12 tells a different story; it is a prompt based on subjectivity. This writing
prompt comes from a unit on persuasive writing, and on choosing and interpreting a
reference to substantiate claims. For this small mini-assignment, I saw more engagement,
more writing in quantity, and better-quality writing over all from any other assignment I
had seen that semester. When invited to write about something the students are passionate
about and can choose themselves, their willingness to meet the expectations, apply their
writing skills, and complete the assignment increased substantially. The data suggested that
when it is something the students feel they know about already, they are willing to argue a
stance; however, when it is an argument based on something they are not as familiar with,
they appear more tentative.
My third research question embodied inquiry into empathy development, peer -topeer learning, collaboration, and productivity in my classroom. Having just completed a
literature circle unit, I had a collection of fresh data on the bonuses and the limitations of
student group work. I wanted to see the pros and cons of student group work,
acknowledging that the students themselves often are not enthusiastic about working
together in groups—least of all in groups they themselves did not select. My findings in
this avenue were more far-reaching than I expected. Figures 13, 14, and 15 showcase the
dialogue I had with two separate students during one lesson during our literature circle.
Student E was critical of the story they were reading, and the characters within it. His
critique of the feelings of some of the characters made for more lively discussion; it
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seemed to have a catalyst-like effect on the other students, who realized they had a lot
more to say now that they were “allowed” to dispute the reading. In Figures 14 and 15, I
had a discussion with a student who is a reluctant reader. Though it took some coaxing, I
found the seven-minute talk to be enlightening. When the subject turned to sports, the
student opened up and was able to not only relate to the characters and conflict in the story,
but reflect on their situation. I found that the medium of dialogue was able to convey
deeper thought in this student than he was able to convey in writing; the student’s use of
gestures aided in his communication. I ended up walking away with a different point of
view after speaking to the student, whose takeaways were not limited to reading and
writing.
Peer-to-peer learning has its toeholds in the recurring theme that lurked amidst my
data: that familiarity breeds interest, interest breeds engagement, engagement breeds
productivity, and productivity begets more complex understanding—learning, essentially.
Figure 16 encapsulates, in a brief snapshot, a table of grades. This snapshot, regrettably,
was taken after grades had just been entered following a week of my absence. The students
were behind, and had unfinished work that dragged the class average down to a D+.
However, after some study of this, I saw the benefit of this untimely glimpse at student
grades. First, that this was for my seventh period class—my talkative, off-task, questionasking seventh period class. Their average, as it turned out, was the highest of all three
classes. They had the most completed assignments of any class, and the least amount of
failing grades—even at this poorly-timed moment. The study suggests that the noisy
atmosphere of seventh period contributed to a sense of bustle—rather than being
distracting, the atmosphere was un-oppressive. Students were livelier and more interested,
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and thus more productive in talking to one another and completing work. Figure 17, which
exhibits the guided discussion questions of one of the lessons, contributed to this
momentum of discussion over writing. I found that the students whose peers discussed
setting, conflict, complex character attributes, and writing techniques learned from their
peers, and were better able to synthesize their thoughts on the novel in a way that was more
refined than simply writing about the literature. The success of the unit, then, it stands to
reason is an amalgamation of spirited discussion, reading and questioning the literature,
and least of all, writing about it.
Productivity, the traditionalist value of this unit, unsurprisingly ended up being an
asset and outcome of peer-based learning. Effective teaching, often stumbled upon by
surprise on my part, was several times heralded by creativity. As I spread my wings as a
teacher and grew more confident, I invited more whimsy into my assignments. Figure 18
shows the instructions for an assignment on figurative language. In what I thought to be a
clever way to circumvent students looking up answers online, I devised a lesson where I
brought innocuous items from my home to class, and passed one out to each of my
students. The students were instructed to write an example of figurative language —such as
metaphor, hyperbole, allusion, or onomatopoeia—about that object. After, the students
were to swap objects, and receive a new one to write another figurative language device
about. The sheer randomness of the objects delighted my students and kicked off a swift
and somewhat black-market trade as certain objects were coveted more than others. The
students were so into the concept that they ended up writing two or three examples and
received extra credit for all of them. At the end of the unit, the assessment (when compared
to the preassessment) suggested a sizable increase of memory retention—with the
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exception of alliteration, which was where most points were lost—and understanding of
what the devices are, since the students constructed them themselves. The fact that every
student turned in both the assignment and the assessment, when contrasted with less
interesting units, such as informational writing, contributed to the idea that creativity and
interest inspire engagement and productivity. Simply said, the key takeaways of this study
are: if the students are interested, they will learn; dialogue and writing are both useful and
offer uninhibited reflection; and, more attention should be paid to the value of peer
interaction and personal relationships.
Existing Research
Research into the relationship between reading, storytelling, and empathy is as bountiful
as it is valuable. Multiple studies worldwide have studied the link between reading levels and
crimes committed later in life, leading to frightening statistics about the likelihood of our
students to end up incarcerated or welfare-dependent in their adult life, and their reading level at
the end of the fourth grade. The correlation between literacy and empathy has been plumbed for
decades and will continue to be studied for years to come. The duty of the Language Arts
classroom to promote literacy, and its possible byproduct—empathy—has its roots in history and
its branches in the sky of the future.
Use of Findings
It is my hope that this Action Research Project will provide future students
internationally with sources, personal insight, and food for thought for their own studies into the
role of the language arts classroom and its symbiotic influence over and by the human condition.
Limitations
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This study, conducted independently over the course of an academic year, is limited.
Subjectivity in the writing, misinterpretations of existing research and personally-collected data,
and the misfortune of being crafted by someone who has a tenuous grasp on scientific methods
have left their indelible mark on this paper. Further limitations, such as the small pool from
which data was collected, the data being indicative of certain regional trends, and of course the
brevity of the study should be considered when assessing this study as generalized knowledge.
Improvements can, and I hope shall be made in the future as the wealth of information, insight,
and practice grow, and data from the world and from future decades shall join the cadre of
existing information about best practices in reading for empathy.
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